The kerosene tragedy of 1994, an unusual epidemic of burns: epidemiological aspects and management of patients.
An unusual and perhaps the first epidemic of burns occurred between 15 February 1994 and mid April 1994 in four districts of the State of Rajasthan in India. The cause of this epidemic was the accidental mixing of petrol in kerosene oil which was inadvertently overlooked. This mixture of kerosene and petrol was used mainly by people of low-income groups for lighting lamps. Most of the accidents occurred while pouring this highly inflammable petrol-kerosene mixture into ignited lamps. A total of 303 cases were reported: 118 of these patients sustained severe burns of whom 37 died. Small numbers of fresh cases kept occurring over a period of 2 months in spite of all efforts by the administration, because poor people kept using the fatal mixture due to ignorance and illiteracy. Most of the patients were managed at district hospitals with the help of plastic surgeons called for the purpose from Jaipur, the capital city of the affected State. A total of 40 out of 303 patients were transferred to SMS Hospital where a medical ward was vacated to manage these patients, as the 10-bed burn unit already had 300 per cent best occupancy. Most of these patients were not willing to be sent to a burn unit situated far away from their homes, but they had to be transferred because the general surgeons working at district hospitals were hesitant to manage them, not so much due to lack of training in the management of burns, but more due to lack of willingness to manage burns. This indicates the need for renewed emphasis not only of the necessity of training general surgeons, nursing and paramedical staff at district level in the management of burns, but also of the need to manage these cases at district level. This idea needs serious consideration and sincere efforts to implement it at the national level. The paper has been split into two parts: epidemiological aspects and management of patients.